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By late last week, representatives of Gen. Manuel Antonio Noriega had reportedly put out feelers
to the opposition about approving an arrangement under which Noriega would step down
as commander of the Panama Defense Forces, but remain in the country with immunity from
prosecution or reprisals. Political and civic opposition leaders said they rejected the proposed
negotiations because they insist that Noriega leave the country as part of any solution. Noriega's
supporters had reportedly contacted papal nuncio Jose Laboa, who has served as an intermediary
between the general and US Ambassador Arthur Davis on previous occasions. Noriega's proposals
ranged from stepping down as Defense Forces commander while remaining in Panama, to leaving
the country on condition of being able to return later, opposition sources said. Noriega also has
demanded the dropping of US federal indictments against him, according to the sources in Panama
and State Department officials in Washington. Also contacted was the Christian Democratic Party
which responded with a rejection through a Central American ambassador, said party party officials.
The response reportedly said that before any talks could take place, Noriega must first announce
his departure from Panama and set an acceptable date, allow opposition news media to reopen and
exiles to return home and agree to talk to the opposition as a whole, including political parties and
the National Civic Crusade, in the presence of the papal nuncio or Panama's archbishop. On the
evening of March 18, the National Civic Crusade also rejected Noriega's negotiation offers. March
21: Acting President Manuel Solis Palma announced that Noriega had agreed to resign prior to the
1989 presidential elections if opposition groups would agree to talks. According to Solis Palma, the
general had placed his position as chief of the Panama Defense Forces at the president's "disposal."
Specific plans for Noriega's resignation, he said, were contingent on participation by opposition
groups in a national dialogue. If the National Civic Crusade, said Solis Palma, rejects the proposal, it
will be evident that its members are seeking not only Noriega's resignation, but also domination by
the US over the Canal and other unpatriotic objectives. According to Rigoberto Paredes, chairman
of the Legislative Assembly's Foreign Commission, the US-backed opposition's real plans would be
known only after it had responded to the proposal. Prior to the acting president's announcement,
the Democratic Revolutionary Party (PRD) had issued a statement indicating that it was willing
to hold unconditional talks to discuss all national problems with the aim of identifying acceptable
alternatives toward resolving the crisis. A similar position on the talks was announced by the
Labor Party (PALA). The PALA proposed that all political parties, the Civic Crusade, labor unions
and the Defense Forces appoint three representatives to join in the dialogue. PALA General
Secretary Ramon Siero said he was optimistic about the possibility of holding such talks, and the
resolution of the national crisis. Meanwhile, the Authentic Panamanian Party (PPA), the leading
force within the opposition Democratic Alliance (ADO), said that it was willing to participate in
national talks, but lacked certain "guarantees." ADO leader, former President Arnulfo Arias Madrid,
expressed this position when he told papal nuncio Sebastian Laboa on March 21 that the Alliance's
representatives in the talks are to be the PPA's first vice president Jorge Adames, and deputy
general secretary Guillermo Andara. As of March 22, the second largest party in the Alliance, the
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Christian Democrats, and the Civic Crusade had refused to participate in the proposed "national
dialogue." March 22: At a press briefing, White House spokesperson Marlin Fitzwater said, "The
successful demonstration in the last 24 hours epitomizes the discontent and growing disillusionment
with Noriega's attempts at manipulating the political system." He added that the general's offer to
resign was "totally unacceptable." Fizwater said the call for negotiations "was nothing more than
a transparent ploy to legitimize" the Solis presidency. "Such a step would leave General Noriega
in actual control of the Panamanian Defense Forces...This proposal is like getting the fox out of the
henhouse, then giving him quarters next door." State Department spokesperson Charles Redman
emphasized Washington's contempt for the proposal, saying that the general's "continued presence
in Panama, and his efforts to perpetuate his power, work against the interest of all Panamanians."
March 23: Representatives of labor unions, political parties and the Panamanian Defense Forces
formed the United Patriotic Front (FUP), a gesture signaling the beginning of a "national dialogue"
toward resolving the political and economic crisis. March 24: At a meeting with over 500 leaders
from throughout the country, Noriega stressed the need for a political solution to the national crisis.
He said opposition groups who refused to attend the "dialogue" want neither talks nor elections in
May 1989. The latter, he added, do not have the support of the nationalist and patriotic majority. The
FUP, said Noriega, has elected a council responsible for coordinating talks throughout the country.
March 25: The International Federation of Unions of Agricultural, Forestry and Plantation Workers
has reportedly expressed support for the Panamanian government and people, as well as Gen.
Noriega. Federation membership is 70 million. A delegation from the labor federation consisting
of representatives from Mexico, Colombia, Ecuador, Peru, Honduras and Panama visited Panama
and met with acting President Solis Palma and Gen. Noriega. The decision on Panama was taken
at a conference recently held in Prague. (Basic data from several sources, including Prensa Latina,
Panapress, New York Times, AP)
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